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      For Henry,

      For without you… I would not know the song of your people at 3 a.m. under the moonlight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Society is like a stew. If you don't stir it up every once in a while then a layer of scum floats to the top.

        Edward Abbey
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      “He sounds like he’s locked in the next room. It’s probably safe to take a walk. What do you say? Want to go for a quick one around the block before she lets him out again? All right then. Stay close by, Harriett. No wandering off.”

      Alice put on her sweater and slipped her feet into a pair of mismatched rubber Crocks while Harriett did a slow side rub against her bare calf and let out a small mewling meow.

      At first, Alice only opened the door a sliver to be sure Bao wasn’t lurking right outside the door, ready to ambush Harriett. Then she cracked it a little more, letting the morning’s sunlight into the cool dark hotel room. She squinted her eyes from the bright morning sun when she stepped on the patio and closed the door behind Harriett when she bolted past the metal threshold. “Watch out for the sprinklers, Harriett,” she scoffed. “I don’t know why those kids couldn’t build their raised bed experiment out back. Taking up half the parking lot…”

      But Alice halted when a wayward sprinkler shot past her face and took her breath away with cold water when she wandered into its path. Alice inhaled deeply and wiped the remaining drops from her face, but then she heard the unmistakable hiss, hiss, hiss of the sprinkler on its return route, and she ran a few steps ahead to catch up with Harriett who had the sense to move along immediately and was waiting for her owner by the edge of the parking lot. “That was unexpected, Harriett. Why didn’t you warn me? Oh, never mind.

      “Wait, what is that awful smell? Oh…it’s the generator. Smells like bad French fries. I liked it better last year when the others were here…except for the murders. That wasn’t pleasant. But we did get to meet Spam. He’s been a blessing in our lives ever since. Don’t you agree? Who would have thought? We never saw that coming a year ago. Did we, Harriet? Me and Spam, the giant who scared the life out of us the first time we met. It just goes to show you never know what life has in store for you.”

      But Harriett wasn’t paying attention to the conversation at all. She was padding along the street’s concrete curb, her tail lazily following behind.

      “I know you’re not all that fond of Spam, but I wish you’d give him a chance. He likes you. And he brings you cans of tuna. What more could a cat want? What more could a woman want really? At least we can rely on Spam to look after us when we need him to.”

      If anyone had told her a year ago that she would develop feeling for the thug who invaded the Motel, throwing his weight around and threatening the guests if they didn’t obey his orders, she’d have laughed in their face. Alice wasn’t looking for a man. She’d convinced herself that she was done with all that; it was her and Harriet, and that was the way she liked it. And there were still occasions when she craved her own space, but something about Spam made her feel … safe …, and when you’ve already survived the end of the world, safe was a good place to be.

      And with that, Alice and Harriett had walked the circumference of the Motel and started walking slowly toward the smelly generator that was mostly obscured by a parked pickup truck with a cap sitting on top of the grill. Alice’s stomach growled. She hadn’t eaten since lunch the day before and had planned to have a can of Harriett's tuna on her return to the room but once again, the generator was the focus of her attention.

      Harriett sat smartly on the cement curb like a sphinx; her black tail wrapped around her front paws. She looked toward Alice as if to say, I’m not ready to go back inside yet.

      Alice was about to reason with her—they’d long ago developed a way of communicating that no one else seemed to understand—but instead screamed, “Bao!” when she heard fast nails click-clacking across the torn asphalt, and in a flash, Harriett was a blur of black and white, and the cream Pug was on the chase.

      Bao shot ahead of Alice—he was fast for a pug—his grunts growing louder. He was catching up with Harriett when the cat leaped up onto the bed of the truck.

      “Bao! Bad dog!” Alice cried out. Ignoring her, the little dog jumped and yelped for any sign of his prize. But when Harriett sprang up onto the roof of the cab, Bao let out a string of barks, his small solid body bouncing up and down like he was on a trampoline.

      “Bao! What’s happened to you, my darling? What have you done to my dog, Alice?” Su Fang appeared from nowhere, her eyes narrowed at her neighbor.

      Alice turned to see the short woman dressed in nothing more than a thin crimson robe, eating the ground with her tiny bare feet across the parking lot. She stopped and scooped up Bao before Alice could answer the question.

      “I have not touched your dog. He’s constantly harassing Harriett. Can’t you please restrain him while we’re out for our daily walk? Look at her.” Alice threw her arm at Harriett, sitting tall atop the truck’s roof, licking her paw innocently.

      Su Fang shook her head. “Look at what? Your cat is perfectly fine. She’s taunting my Bao.” She turned away and stormed off squeezing the dog against her chest. “Poor baby. It’s all right, darling. That nasty woman can’t hurt you.”

      Alice’s mouth hung open as she looked around the parking lot to see if anyone else had witnessed the injustice, but once again, Su Fang and her mean little dog had gotten away with it. She didn’t know how the woman did it.

      “Come on, Harriett. I’ve had enough of this.” Alice reached for her cat, but she wasn’t tall enough to wrap her fingers around the tuxedo fur as Harriett cleaned her paws. Alice grunted and checked out the step on the pickup’s side to see if it would get her within reach, when Johnny, a new resident, said, “Here you go, Ms. Comney.”

      Towering over Alice, he scooped up the cat, stroked her gently, and handed her over.

      “Well, um, thank you, Johnny. But you can call me Alice. No need to be so formal here.”

      Johnny nodded, his black beanie cap nearly covering his dark brown eyes. She’d bet he hadn’t showered in days, but then again, he shared one room with three other young adults. There was no telling what went on in that room. Even so, she recognized that he was a good-looking guy, the kind of man she’d have been attracted to back in the day. Her cheeks colored when she realized that Johnny was still watching her watching him.

      Alice smiled and spread her arm out to the galvanized tubs filled with plants in the parking lot. “You guys sure have taken over. We so appreciate the experiments and what you’ve managed to grow so far. What did you say the germination rate is up to now?”

      Johnny’s dark eyes brightened instantly. If there was one way to get him talking, it was about his crops or the new modified generator that ran off hydrotreated vegetable oil. The same one that permeated the air and smelled of days-old French fries … all the time. “We’re up to 14.7 percent germination rate with most of the crop experiments. I know it doesn’t sound like a lot, but we were able to harvest a few radishes the other day.”

      “I know, I had a cherry red one. Thank you! So crisp that I nearly cried. But I believe I heard Darrell mention that your special crops were growing at a much quicker rate.”

      He blushed a little. She wasn’t sure why. The stigma of growing Mary Jane was long over in her day, and he was a fool if he thought that no one had noticed the tall thriving plants right in the middle of the parking lot.

      “Yeah.” He rubbed the back of his neck and smiled again. “The cannabis sativa plants are really thriving. But they’re one of the oldest cultivated plants in human history. We’re just bringing them back, giving them a new lease of life, reintroducing them to the world. That’s our mission statement. To travel around, spreading marijuana seeds and teaching others how to sustain their own crops. It can be done. We’ve already proved it.” He waved his hand at the plants occupying most of the space in the parking lot.

      “Looks like your sativa is growing above a 15 percent germination rate.”

      “Yep, it’s actually nearing normal levels of 78 percent.”

      “Maybe that’s the answer to all this, then. Get the oldest proven plants to do their part; the rest will come in time. We might just live through this after all, Johnny. Too bad we can’t eat the stuff … without the side effects. Well, I mean, not that I’m against the side effects.” Alice blinked. She wasn’t sure why, but it seemed strange admitting to a youth that she might’ve partaken in when she was his age.

      “You can eat the hemp seeds,” Johnny said dryly. “We’re in the process of drying some from the first batch. They’re great for you and don’t have the side effects.”

      “That’s wonderful.” Alice squinched her nose. “But I have to say, the only thing about this whole setup that I don’t like is the smell from the new fuel. Is there nothing you can do about that?”

      Johnny took in a deep breath of air, filling his lungs with the bad Frenchy smell. “Hydrogen sulfide. I really don’t notice it anymore … unless it’s gone, then I know something’s wrong. But HVO is 90 percent carbon neutral renewable. It’s the best substitute for fossil fuels. And you must admit, we’re in this mess for a reason. We weren’t giving back to the planet, and the planet fought back. We have to learn to live with Mother Nature, Alice.”

      Most of what he’d said went over her head, but she wanted to say something back, especially after his tone. She wanted to point out that Mother Nature seldom smelled like desiccated French fries in a humidifier. And was he…was he implying that she was somehow responsible for its downfall in her nearly fifty years on this planet? She … the hippie from when the stuff was illegal. But she didn’t. She simply smiled, stroked Harriett’s fur, and said, “Are you guys returning to Colorado soon? Your folks must be worried.”
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      Darrell’s fingers smudged the newsprint as he flipped a page of the Gazette. A new advertisement caught his eye above the fold in the top left: The Red Rooster’s Morning Mayhem Coffee Blend. He hunched over and read intently while scratching his dog Bruno behind the ears. “Bet that’s good stuff, huh, boy?” Bruno wagged his tail in agreement but then slumped down onto a pad beside the desk, causing Darrell to stand up and glance out through the front windows of the motel office, surveying the barren parking lot before him.

      “What in the heck?” He sat back in his chair, rubbed his eyes, and then looked again. He swallowed. “Nance,” he bellowed, “I need you to come here, now.”

      Nance grumbled in response as she drained the mop bucket into the utility sink and wiped her hands on a dish towel. “What now? I’m busy!”

      “Just come here and take a look at this. Please,” he said, his tone etched with urgency.

      “I’ll be right there. Why can’t you do it yourself?” Nance replied as she finished drying her hands on her apron.

      “I just need you to come and take a look at this, please!” His voice wavered slightly as he pleaded.

      “I’m coming! You’re so impatient sometimes, and you know what they say about impatient people.”

      “Just. Come. Here.” Darrell kept staring through the window, refusing to blink while his eyeballs dried out until Nance’s voice came closer.

      “What? What do you want? I can’t believe I have to do everything around here … all the time. What? What is it?” She scanned the Gazette in front of him on the desk, looking for the problem.

      Instead, he pointed a finger outside. “That. Do you see that?”

      Without looking up, she said, “Have you been smoking the kids’ crops again? We talked about that, Darrell. Oh … that.”

      Darrell ventured a blink then, and the image was still there. “No. No, I haven’t touched the stuff lately. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but you see her, right? You see her, too?”

      “I, yeah. I see her. That’s a nun on a bicycle. That’s what you’re seeing, I take it?”

      “Yes. I just wanted confirmation. Jesus, she’s coming this way.” Darrell whipped the newspaper closed as if it were a nudie magazine. “What do we do?”

      “Well, don’t panic. What’s wrong with you? She’s just a nun. But you’re right. You’re probably going to go to hell for partaking in the new crops. I mean, she can’t exactly miss them slap bang in the middle of the parking lot.”

      Darrell looked up at Nance in confusion. “Is that a sin? Do you think she’ll know what they are?” His words hung in the air, unanswered. He wiped his hands on his shirt nervously as he heard the bicycle’s wheels come to a stop outside the building. The nun had arrived.

      “What are you doing?” Nance asked.

      “Just making sure there’s nothing lying around.”

      “Like, what?” Nance said, but the bell above the door jingled, and the nun walked inside. “Hi,” she said with a bright smile. “I’m hoping you have a vacancy?”

      Darrell nodded and smiled back but didn’t say anything as he gawked at her black robes.

      Out of sight, Nance popped him on the back as she turned to leave.

      “Yes, yes, we have a room available. Are you checking in?”

      “I am. Oh, you have a dog. Hi there, fella.”

      Bruno wandered over, sniffed her hand and then her robe, and let her pet his back with long strokes. Then he wandered back to his pad, made a circle, and laid down.

      Darrell cleared his throat. “Um… Do you have something that you can offer as payment?”

      “Oh, my bike powers my sewing machine,” she said, glancing at her bike through the window, “and I can offer mending services to anyone here. Or I can repair your curtains which look like they’ve seen better days.”

      Darrell eyed the curtains, and his memory flashed on the entire window shattering during a storm, with the drapes catching and tearing on the sharp glass. “That’s a deal.” Darrell spun the motel register around and handed the nun a pen.

      While she checked in, she said, “Wonderful. My name is Sister Lucy Prince.” She hesitated before handing the pen back to him. “I’m hoping you’ll be able to help me too. You see, I’m looking for someone who might’ve recently stayed at the Crescent Motel. He’s been missing for some time now, and I … well, we … would sure like to find out what happened to him. You know how things are these days.”

      “I do. I’m sorry to hear that, Sister. Or is it, Lucy? Or perhaps Sister Prince?”

      “You can call me Sister Lucy. Yes, his name is Father Mathews. Have you heard of him?” She spun the register back to him.

      “Well, I have another gal that helps mind the office when I’m out.” He flipped through the register. “So, I don’t get to see all the guests that check-in, but…” he ran his finger down the register. “It appears that there was a Father Mathews who checked in recently. But … hmm … looks like he didn’t check out. That’s not unusual. I mean, people come and go.” He spun the register back around for her to see.

      She held a hand to her heart as she eyed the signature. “Oh. Thank you. That’s his signature. So, he was here.” The smile was back on her face when Darrell handed her the key to her room.

      “You’re just down the hall. Room 4. Check-out is at noon.”

      “Eleven,” shouted Nance from the utility room.

      The nun’s eyes widened, and she smiled bigger. “Thank you! I’ll get started on those drapes in a few hours. I’ll likely stay a few days, or at least until I find out where Father Matthews went when he left here. I’ll find other projects to pay for my stay.”

      Darrell nodded as she left through the swinging door, and then he rolled his eyes to the ceiling and leaned back in his chair, exhausted. This place never failed to surprise him. Or rather, the people who came here to stay, never failed to surprise him. Sometimes it felt as if there was an invisible beacon above the building, flashing a sign: ALL WELCOME. ECCENTRICITY OPTIONAL.
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      A few hours later, Lexi walked into the office. “Hi, big guy!” She stood near the front office desk and patted each side of her collarbone.

      “Oh, don’t teach him that,” Darrell said, but it was too late as Bruno eagerly ran up to Lexi and stood nearing her height as he placed both paws on her shoulders and began licking her face.

      “He loves it,” Lexi said. “Are you ready for walkies, Bruno?”

      “It’s not called walkies… Come on, Bruno. Down. She’s teaching you bad manners.” Darrell grabbed the lead from near the door.

      “Okay, have fun, you two. Two miles at least, Darrell. He’s a little overweight. Too many cheese crackers.”

      “He’s my dog, Lexi. He can have as many crackers as I want to give him. Thanks for covering the front desk while I’m gone. Oh, and before I forget, a nun is going to come by and take down the drapes to repair them.”

      “A nun?”

      “Uh-huh.” Darrell enjoyed the confused expression cross her face.

      “Have you been smoking the product again?”

      “No. No, I haven’t. Just watch the front desk.”

      “Okay, no problem. Least I can do since you’re overfeeding your dog.” She waved them off. “I’ll be sure to keep an eye open for the nun.”

      Darrell rolled his eyes again as he hooked Bruno up to the lead, and they left on their daily walk.

      A moment later, as Lexi reopened the scrunched community newspaper and smoothed out the wrinkles with the palm of her hand, she just happened to glance up and spotted movement near the roadway. A man around her age was walking into the parking lot, a backpack slung over one shoulder, and a large black case in his hand. “Coming this way, handsome?” she muttered under her breath. And when the man looked up and retargeted his path straight for the office door, Lexi let out a cheerful, “Yes!”

      The man smiled as he entered the office, likely because Lexi was beaming straight at him. He set the case down, pulled the loaded backpack from his shoulder, and sat it on top of the case next to the desk.

      “Hi. Are you checking in?” Lexi said, still grinning from ear to ear.

      The man chuckled a little and hid a blush by removing his crooked glasses and swiping his too-long sandy-blond hair out of his eyes with his right hand. “Yes,” he said. “That is … if there’s any room at the inn?”

      “Oh, we certainly have room. But you wouldn’t happen to be a plumber, would you?”

      “Well, no… I’m a history buff, actually. I write historical fiction.”

      “Well, that’s a shame. I mean, that’s cool that you’re a writer,” Lexi said with a click from the side of her cheek. “But we had to close one of our rooms due to a sewage leak last week.”

      “Aww. That’s too bad. I hope there’s another room I can use?”

      “Of course. We have a few left, that’s not a problem. What do you have as payment?”

      The man unzipped his backpack, pulled out three unused tealight candles, and sat them on the counter.

      Lexi eyed him, trying hard to keep the frown off her face. “How long did you want to stay?”

      “A few nights. Oh, I also have this five-pound bag of flour.”

      “Now you’re talking,” Lexi said, as he handed the heavy bundle to her across the desk.

      Then she spun the register around and had him sign in. “Oh, your name’s Neil. That was my coach’s name in high school.”

      “Oh? Is he still with us?”

      Lexi’s face turned somber. “No, he passed away with his family early on.”

      These conversations had become normal since the apocalypse. Most people were too scared to ask, but when they did, it was with the certainty that everyone knew someone who’d passed.

      Neil nodded. “We always remember them, though.”

      She nodded and handed him a key.

      He smiled, picked up his lighter backpack, and slung it over his shoulder as he headed for the door. And that’s when a nun walked in carrying a sewing machine.

      “I thought he was kidding,” Lexi mumbled. Then, jolting back to life and running around the desk, quickly added, “Oh, let me help you with that.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got it,” the nun said, as Neil passed
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